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The Bridge

The bridge was almost built. Word came of its progress. Miquel’s father anxiously roamed the house; he moved from his usual chair in the kitchen to the bench at the table in the long room and then, at the slightest sound, he went upstairs and looked out as if the snow melting on the caps of the distant mountains might tell him what the new bridge would mean for smugglers.

Once the bridge was in place, there would be an easy connection south from Llavorsí to Rialp, and then beyond to Sort and Tremp and Lleida. Miquel smiled at the idea that his father might be working out a plan. His father had no talent for plans. He knew nothing more than how to read flashes from lamps at night to tell him that the road was free of the Guardia Civil and that his donkeys could proceed from Andorra with their cargo of cigarettes and whisky and rum to one of the points where the river was lowest. 

His father could wait and watch out. Maybe that was what he was doing now from the comfort of this house. 

They had come to Pallosa some months after Miquel’s mother’s body had been found. When Miquel’s uncle decided to give up farming and move south to Tàrrega, Miquel’s father, desperate to get away from his neighbours, had sold his own family house and all the land and bought his brother-in-law’s house and farm for a good price. It gave Miquel some comfort that this house was where his mother had been born; it was where she had been brought up, where she had been returning on the day of the sudden heavy snowfall.

Since the road at Conflent was mostly impassable, and since the bridge at Llavorsí was not yet built, they would have no need for their battered old jeep, which they sold. They travelled with their donkeys over the mountain. The village felt cut off and enclosed.

Manolo, their servant, came with them. He and Miquel had grown closer. They knew that they had to be careful. In his father’s presence, Miquel ignored Manolo or was brusque with him. They made sure to walk together only when they were on the remote pathways that went through the forest. At night, in the room they shared, they kept their voices low. As Manolo had learned how to cook, he could easily go down and work in one of the lodging houses where the men who were building the new electricity systems lived, or he could serve in a bar. He would be paid more and have better company. But he never mentioned this. Miquel hoped that he did not think too much about it. 

Miquel and his father hardly spoke in the time after Miquel’s mother, or what was left of her, had been put in a coffin and decently buried. The old house was filled with the silence of those winter months when she was missing, as they slowly understood that she was dead but that they would have to wait until the snow cleared before they would find her body.


As the days lengthened and grew warmer, news spread that the bridge would be finished by the beginning of June in time for an official opening and a blessing by a bishop. 

‘Which bishop?’ Miquel asked.

‘Some bishop. I don’t know,’ his father said. ‘A big well-fed bishop. But it might be ready before then for unofficial crossings.’

He glanced at his son. There were things that could not be said aloud even if Manolo was out of the room.

Miquel and his father got up one morning and, before the light softened the eastern sky, they moved their flock of sheep from the fields below into the higher hills. They did this without speaking, calling out to the two old sheepdogs, and to the younger dog that Miquel had trained to replace Clua, his brother’s dog who had died. For the first stretch, which was not too steep, Miquel let Animo, his donkey, proceed as slowly as he wanted. 

A few times he stopped and dismounted to look as the rays of the sun faintly lit up the valley. Once, he had to go back because a few of the sheep had lagged behind. Feste, his father’s donkey, stopped when his father seemed to fall asleep in the old saddle, his head slumped over. 

As soon as they reached the higher slopes, they left their donkeys tied to a post on one of the paths and checked that all the flock had followed. Then they spread out lumps of salt from sacks on to the grass in the nearest flatness, enough for a week or two to keep the sheep from getting thin at this new altitude. And then he and his father lay down in a shaded place in the still early sunlight. His father slept for a few minutes, his cap over his face, as Miquel looked at the sky. 

Later, as they walked with the dogs to find the donkeys, having left the sheep to their new summer pasture, Miquel’s father broke the silence. He mentioned the bridge again in a low voice, said that it might be a good idea if Miquel went down soon to Llavorsí to check what things were like there, maybe get some supplies, and talk to Ferran, who owned Bar Juverri. Miquel should ask him how he thought the bridge was going to be policed, or perhaps ask nothing, just wait and see what Ferran had to say. Perhaps even stay a night or two in Ferran’s attic. Miquel should go for the official opening, so that, with all the crowds and excitement, he might not be noticed.

‘Why don’t you go, since you are so interested?’ Miquel asked.

‘I would be noticed no matter what,’ his father said. ‘They are always watching out for me.’

Miquel was about to reply that if the bridge were open for jeeps and cars and his father appeared riding across on a donkey, with another donkey behind for supplies, he might be noticed all right, but he said nothing. If he himself went down, he would leave the donkeys tied in a clump of trees near the river. He would not cross the bridge with them. He would wait until he thought that no one was looking, and sidle on foot across unnoticed.

In the old village, when his mother was still alive, his father had made his living as a stonemason and a farmer. His mother had no time for smuggling, even though the route from Andorra to the villages was well worn by professional smugglers or those who, from time to time, wanted to make extra money from contraband.

When Miquel went to feed the donkeys, Animo edged towards him to be petted. He whispered to Animo for a while and then found some carrots upstairs that Manolo had been saving and fed them to Animo while rubbing the donkey on the back and the head, until the animal shut his eyes in contentment. If he were going down to the village, it would be better maybe to leave Animo here; he would not want him to be tied up for a day or two in a strange place with no shelter. He would take his father’s donkey or he might even walk the ten miles. As he continued to whisper to Animo, he heard a sound behind him. He saw Manolo framed in the broad doorway.

‘I have more carrots if you need them,’ Manolo said.

‘I think he has enough, and he might get a taste for them.’

‘When I come in, Animo turns away,’ Manolo said. ‘He only wants to be fed by you.’

‘The dogs prefer my father,’ Miquel said, ‘and Animo prefers me. It shows what fools the dogs are. In fact, the only intelligent creature in the two valleys is this boy here.’ 

He patted Animo again.

Manolo said nothing. He stayed in the doorway watching and then collected some dung in a bucket and moved towards the terraced garden at the back of the house. Miquel went to find his father. Since he would need money in Llavorsí, he would have to give his father notice. The tin box with the money was hidden somewhere. It might be in the house, in his father’s bedroom even, or it might be in one of the bordas on the winding road that led to Andorra, or it might be buried under a tree or a bush. When his father had to retrieve banknotes from his trove, he would ensure each time that no one was following him, making several false starts and leaving false trails. Miquel suspected that his brother, Jordi, had known where the money was kept, but Jordi was gone now, and Miquel did not think he would be back.

When he came downstairs the next morning, he knew that his father had already taken a few banknotes from his hidden hoard. They lay on the table.

‘I think you should walk down,’ his father said. ‘There will be all sorts of people watching. Draw no attention to yourself.’

‘Why go at all?’

‘You won’t come back empty-handed.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You’ll have news.’

Miquel waited until the following morning. He found Manolo in the kitchen.

‘Don’t let my father starve the dogs,’ he said. ‘And talk to Animo nicely and feed him carrots.’

He checked that his father was not anywhere nearby as he touched Manolo on the shoulder.

‘Why don’t you take Animo with you?’ Manolo asked.

‘I’d have to tie him up and leave him. He would be better up here. You’ll look after him.’

‘I mean it. I think you should take him with you.’

Miquel looked closely at Manolo, who normally did not express an opinion on anything.

‘Is that what my father said?’

‘No, he said nothing.’

Miquel went to the window and saw his father carrying a stone towards the barn below. He indicated to Manolo that they might safely go to the bedroom.

Most nights, since they didn’t want Miquel’s father to hear them talking, they moved close to each other, Manolo often coming to Miquel’s bed so they could speak in whispers. Once they were lying together, they could touch each other. Always, no matter what, they continued whispering, making jokes or comments about neighbours, or speculating where Miquel’s father hid his money and what Miquel might do if he could get his hands on it. 

Even now, as they embraced, they did so silently, almost furtively. Manolo put his head on Miquel’s shoulder. And then Miquel got ready to walk to Llavorsí. He used the side path, avoiding his father, turning once to wave at Manolo, who was standing on the front steps of the house.

At Burg, the first village he passed through, Miquel would not get by the porch of the Ausias’s house without being questioned.

‘Is your father not with you?’ Mercè, the eldest daughter, asked him. She was sitting with her brother and her father outside their front door.

Miquel shrugged.

‘I hear the bridge is not opening until tomorrow,’ her brother said. ‘So you’ll be in plenty of time.’

Their old father watched him through narrow eyes. He must be aware of what the bridge would mean for all of them, even the low-grade smugglers. More traffic would mean more chances, including more chance of being caught. But he would say nothing, give nothing away.

‘Has the jeep man been up your way?’ he asked. ‘Gasa or Basa, or whatever he’s called.’

Miquel said he had seen no one.

‘He’s trying to sell us all jeeps because of the bridge. We can fly
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